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Chapter One 

She lay motionless on the bed, a skeleton in a red silk dress with 

a tangle of matted dreadlocks obscuring her bony face. Kael 

couldn’t quite believe that anything so thin could still be alive. 

‘Do you know why you’re here?’ he asked for the third time. 

For the third time she answered, ‘To please you, my lord.’ 

He couldn’t think of anything less pleasing. She was utterly 

terrified of him and wasn’t even trying to hide it. Hadn’t once 

lifted her gaze from the floor or the richly embroidered 

bedspread. She’d stumbled into the room on her crippled leg and 

declined his offer of a seat, simply collapsing onto the bed like a 

bag of bones. Even the barest of touches had her flinching away 

from him in horror. 

Kael had never taken an unwilling woman in his life, was famous 

for it in fact. Or perhaps infamous was a better word. The skin of 

the last man on his crew to have attempted raping a woman was 

still stretched across the prow of his ship. 

Krull the Warlord. He didn’t mind having a reputation as a 

pirate, a thief, a killer and a right evil bastard, but he was damned 

if he was going to be that most cowardly of things, a rapist. 

He tried being friendly. ‘My name is Kael. To Samara I’m Krull 

the Warlord, but my name is Kaelnar. My friends call me Kael. 

What do your friends call you?’ 

She shook her head. Probably didn’t have any friends. Samara 

had called her ‘the little witch’ and ‘the little cripple’. The second 

one was self-explanatory, given the malformed shin of her right 

leg. But it was the first that intrigued him. 

‘Why does Samara call you a witch?’ he asked. 

The slave was silent for a long moment, then she held out her 

left hand, palm up, and said in a voice that was like a death rattle, 

‘I’m good with herbs, my lord.’ 

‘You heal people?’ 



 

She nodded. The fluttering in Kael’s chest that had started 

when he first saw her grew stronger. 

‘And do you just heal with herbs, or can you do it by touch?’ 

She frowned, wrinkling skin that was already stretched tight 

over her skull. 

‘Can you sense an injury by touching a person?’ he said, trying 

to remember how Karnos had described it to him. ‘Can you feel 

what’s wrong with someone and make it right, fix a problem 

inside them, without opening them up?’ 

Her frown turned to puzzlement. ‘No, my lord. I don’t … no.’ 

He sighed. Well, that was to be expected if she had no crystals. 

Out here in the New Lands so few people had even heard of the 

Chosen that he wasn’t surprised she didn’t understand about the 

crystals. No wonder Samara thought she was a witch, with the 

Healer’s mark on her palm. 

But the mark on her right arm … that wasn’t the mark of a 

witch. That was the mark of a Warrior. And women weren’t 

Warriors. He’d never heard of a female Warrior, outside of 

fairytales. 

‘Choose any of them, my lord,’ Samara had said languidly, 

gesturing to the dead-eyed girls draped around her throne like 

decorations, ‘to warm your bed. As many as you like.’ 

And Kael had ignored them all and pointed to the girl by the 

fire, the girl with the inky black marks on her skin. ‘Her. Send her 

to me.’ And Samara had been unable to disguise her 

astonishment. 

He strode over to the bed and lifted her arm. She went rigid, 

and he could feel the tremors under her skin. 

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ he repeated for the millionth time 

since she’d been thrown into the room. 

She nodded stiffly. She clearly didn’t believe him. 

‘I just want to see this mark. On your arm. How long have you 

had it?’ 

She licked her dry, peeling lips, eyes still on the bedspread. ‘I 



 

don’t know. Five winters?’ 

He tried to work out how old that would have made her, but it 

was impossible. He couldn’t guess whether she was fifteen or 

thirty. ‘And the other? On your palm?’ 

‘Seven?’ 

‘How did you get them?’ he asked, because it wasn’t unknown 

for deluded twits to tattoo themselves in hopes of being mistaken 

for Chosen. 

‘They’re tattoos,’ she whispered. ‘I was foolish.’ 

He sighed and dropped her arm. ‘Right. Why did you get them?’ 

‘I was foolish,’ she replied, fingers nervously pleating the red 

silk. 

You’re not the only one. How had he thought this wretched 

creature might be one of the Chosen? Probably she was some 

runaway who thought tattoos were cool and had got herself 

kidnapped into slavery. A terrible story, but not his problem. He 

couldn’t go around saving every slave in the New Lands. He’d 

fought slavers before, but on his own terms, with his own army, 

and most crucially, with the sanction of the Emperor. He wasn’t 

about to start a war over here, all because of some skinny wretch 

who’d tattooed herself. 

He ran his hand through his hair, annoyed with himself and 

even more annoyed with her, which was irrational since it wasn’t 

her fault she was a skeletal wreck of a human being. 

Maybe he could make things a bit better for her, though. Salve 

his conscience a tiny bit. 

‘What happened to your leg?’ he asked. He could see her 

malformed shin bone where the red silk of the dress had ridden 

up. Instead of a smooth, straight line, the bone stuck out, as if it 

had been snapped in two and simply left like that for the skin to 

heal back over. A compound fracture, which he’d seen before, but 

never just left like this. 

Her face twisted in what looked like shame. ‘I was clumsy.’ 

‘Didn’t anyone help you? Didn’t you try to help yourself?’ 



 

She shook her head. ‘No. I was foolish.’ 

And his patience snapped, because ‘foolish’ probably wasn’t 

even her word, it was Samara’s, and she was so broken she 

couldn’t even think for herself. ‘Will you stop saying that? And 

will you swiving look at me when I’m talking to you?’ 

So saying, he grabbed her chin and tipped her face up so she 

was forced to look at him. Her lids fluttered in surprise and fear, 

her breath quickened and her eyes darted about in confusion. 

They flickered in the direction of his face, but she didn’t seem to 

see him. 

She didn’t seem to see anything. 

Kael stared, but her gaze never rested anywhere. Her eyes 

remained unfocused. They were a clear, pale blue, with no signs 

of blindness, and yet— 

And yet. She was blind. 

‘Merciful gods,’ Kael breathed. 

‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered, which irritated him, because she 

shouldn’t be apologising about it. He let go of her hair and 

stepped back, watched her calm herself, fingers smoothing the 

crumpled silk of her dress. Her lids dropped again, as if to hide 

her useless eyes. Kael waved his fingers at her, even stuck his 

tongue out at her, but she paid him no attention. 

His gaze dropped to her crippled leg again. A blind girl could 

trip and fall so easily. Become an object of ridicule. No one would 

help her set her broken leg, and he doubted she’d have the 

strength, let alone the guts, to try it herself. 

Slaves were valuable. Mistreating them was like buying a horse 

just so you could flog it to death. There was no point. Why had 

Samara let this happen? She didn’t seem stupid. Maybe she was 

mad. 

‘Were you really clumsy?’ he said, and she nodded. Kael sighed, 

knelt on the bed and took her arm in his. The patterns looked so 

real. Half to himself, he said, ‘But why would a blind girl tattoo 

herself?’ 



 

‘I wasn’t always blind,’ she rasped. 

He looked up at her eyes again. There was no sign of injury to 

them. ‘How did it happen?’ 

‘I—’ she flinched again. ‘I was foolish.’ 

Kael regarded her face for a long time. He wondered how many 

times he’d have to ask her before she stopped parroting the same 

answer. If she ever would. If the flickers of guilt and shame he’d 

seen earlier had just been the shallow emotions of a misbehaving 

animal expecting a reprimand. 

Her face was pale, cheekbones protruding hard under those 

useless eyes. Her lips were cracked, her hair in matted locks 

hanging to her bony shoulders. He wondered if she’d always been 

like this. If before the blinding and the beatings and the 

starvation she’d once been a normal person. If she’d ever been 

free. 

And suddenly he was angry. At whoever had broken this girl 

into a brainless animal, but also at the girl for allowing it. Didn’t 

she fight? Didn’t she rebel? Had she never attempted to keep her 

own dignity, her own mind? Maybe she didn’t deserve to be 

treated like a human being. Maybe she’d never been one. 

He ran his hand over her uninjured leg, and she flinched. Her 

body said no. But when he again asked, ‘Why did you come here?’ 

she still replied without hesitating, ‘I came to please you.’ 

‘Well, you ain’t pleasing me much sitting there quivering.’ Not 

even sure if he meant it, he continued, ‘If you wanted to please 

me you’d take your clothes off and open your legs.’ 

A long heartbeat, then she rose to her feet and pulled the dress 

over her head. Kael stared, amazed and repulsed at the same 

time. She was quite hideously thin, every one of her ribs standing 

out in sharp relief, her breasts almost non-existent, her hipbones 

protruding like knives. 

But she lay down on the bed, her legs apart, and waited. 

What would happen if he sent her back untouched? Would 

Samara check? 



 

Kael ran his tongue over his teeth and regarded her. Hell, he’d 

been with uglier women. 

Giving her one last chance, he said, ‘Are you willing, girl?’ 

She nodded frantically. ‘Yes, my lord. I’ll—I’ll do anything.’ 

Maybe she’d get a reward for it. Food, clothing, somewhere 

warm to sleep. He might actually be doing her a favour. 

Kaelnar Vapensigsson, you can be a real evil bastard. 

‘Will you, indeed,’ he said softly, and let his jerkin fall to the 

floor. His shirt followed as he toed off his boots, and he watched 

her tremble as she listened to the rustle of clothing. She could say 

no at any time. He’d given her the opportunity to say no. 

Naked, he slid into bed beside her. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ he said, 

touching her shoulder. ‘I won’t hurt you.’ 

She nodded rigidly, and Kael stroked her face. Her body was 

stiff. She was terrified. 

‘Is it your first time?’ he asked gently. She quivered in 

response. ‘Are you frightened of what’s to come?’ 

She gave a bare nod, and Kael cupped the small swell of her 

breast. ‘Relax,’ he told her. ‘It will be better if you relax.’ 

He kissed her neck – at least she’d washed before she came – 

and stroked her skin, trying to calm her. If he gave her this, some 

warmth and pleasure, even if it was only for one night, he might 

be able to leave Samara’s compound without tarnishing his soul 

any more. 

Murmuring soothingly, he slipped his hand between her legs, 

and she suddenly jackknifed against him, shoving with her 

scrawny arms, jerking her knee up and very nearly spearing his 

vitals with it. The rigid, supine slave beneath him flashed into a 

spitting wildcat, made strong with anger, propelling him off her 

bony body and onto the floor, where he landed hard and lay for a 

moment, stunned. 

On the bed, she’d frozen too. Kael shoved himself to his feet and 

glared at her, not caring whether she could see him or not. 

‘Now you change your mind?’ he growled, and she cowered, 



 

scrambling back and falling off the far side of the bed. ‘You said 

you were willing, girl!’ 

She hauled herself to her feet, shaking so violently he thought 

she might break another bone. Kael rounded the bed and grasped 

her by the arms, shaking her. 

‘What is wrong with you?’ he shouted. ‘Why couldn’t you say 

no when I asked you? Why can’t you say anything you haven’t 

been told to? Are you simple, girl? Are you mad? Or are you just a 

bloody prick tease?’ 

Her teeth were chattering. He nearly expected her to faint. 

‘Oh for gods’ sakes,’ he spat, shoving her away from him and 

throwing the silk dress after her. ‘Get out of my sight.’ 

She stumbled, clutching the dress to herself, and began to feel 

her way around the bed. Kael, all patience lost, roared, ‘Get out!’ 

and she fled, tripping and crashing into things, scurrying through 

the door with the dress still grasped in her hands. 

Kael kicked the door shut after she’d gone and glowered at it, 

furious. At Samara, at the girl, and now at himself. 

Wrenching the door open, he strode across the hall and into 

the common room where his men were getting drunk with 

Samara’s pleasure slaves. Naked and angry, he grabbed the two 

nearest girls and hauled them into his room. 

Out from the darkness of sleep a huge red cat loomed. 

The wall was covered with fangs and claws, beaks, crowns. 

Fearsome animals, and yet they didn’t frighten her. Flames 

burned low in the huge fireplace. The bed was soft and warm. 

Something tickled her cheek, but when she turned her face to 

rub at it, her gaze fell on the man sleeping beside her. A 

handsome man, a strong man. A man who opened his eyes and 

smiled at her. 

She smiled back, and then he reached for his sword and 

plunged it into her belly. 

She woke up screaming. 



 

Chapter Two 

Kaelnar Vapensigsson rubbed his hands together in a vain 

attempt to get some heat into them. He was used to hard, mean 

winters, but they were winters at home, clean and crisp and 

cruelly beautiful; they were his winters, not these unfathomable 

New Land winters with their heavy falls of hail and dirty, scraggy 

snow. 

‘Do we have to go back to see her?’ he asked. ‘Can’t we just get 

on the boat and go home?’ 

Verak snorted. ‘You want to leave a woman like Samara mad at 

you?’ 

‘I don’t intend on ever coming back here.’ He gazed around at 

the desolate beach, the sort of beach where ships came to die. No 

one had ever frolicked on this beach, built a jaunty sandcastle or 

shrieked with delight at the coldness of the water. This was a 

beach where the hard things you tripped over might be the 

bleached ribs of a long-wrecked ship, or of its long-dead crew. 

It was a hideous place, but it was still a better place to camp 

than Samara’s compound. The guest rooms might have looked 

luxurious, but ever since he’d woken up there the morning after 

the blind girl, he’d had the uneasy feeling that all the silks and 

sweet herbs were like spices disguising rotten meat. 

He’d muttered something about needing to supervise repairs 

and set up camp by the shore. 

‘Still, international relations …’ 

‘I don’t give a rat’s fart about international relations,’ Kael 

snapped. ‘I’m Krull the Swiving Warlord.’ 

‘Is that how you’re announcing yourself now?’ 

Kael glared at the hull of his ship as it swayed with the tide. If it 

hadn’t been for this hideous weather they wouldn’t have been 

blown into that stupid reef and he could have checked Samara’s 

exports at the port, like he’d planned. But no, he’d been stuck 



 

here three weeks and beholden to a sadistic hag who treated her 

slaves as disposable commodities. 

An image of the blind girl from his first night at Samara’s came 

into his mind, stabbing guilt into him, and he dismissed it. Not his 

problem. 

‘And she’ll want presents,’ he grumped. ‘We can’t pay her for 

loaning us slaves, but she’ll want presents.’ 

‘We have plenty of brandy and silks on board,’ Verak said. ‘We 

can spare some.’ 

Kael nodded. ‘And crystals,’ he said, the blind girl haunting him 

again. ‘We’ve always got loads of crystals.’ 

The great hall of Samara’s estate had a throne on a dais. Kael 

wondered if she’d be waiting there for his farewell as she had on 

his arrival nearly three weeks ago, dressed in silks and satins, 

surrounded by dull-eyed slaves in a horrible parody of a court 

scene. 

Kael, who’d attended more royal courts than he could 

remember, snorted. His own court consisted of a chair and a desk 

and a queue of people complaining about crop harvests. If he 

wore silk and satin he’d be laughed out of the place. 

The horde marched behind him. Today they really were a 

horde, armoured and fearsome, and he’d instructed Johann, the 

signifer, to don his full bearskin cape as he carried the standard. 

Behind him, the horde’s banner snapped in the freezing wind. 

He stopped dead in the doorway, the horde coming to a 

complete stop behind him. The clang of every fist on every 

breastplate was deafening, and judging by the uneasy reaction of 

Samara’s fat, bullying guards, it had the impact he wanted. 

But the throne was empty. The room was dark and cold, the 

huge fireplace spilling ashes. One of the toadying, greasy men 

Samara called her courtiers came scurrying towards him. ‘What’s 

the hold-up?’ Kael demanded. 

‘Um. Her ladyship is ill.’ 



 

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Kael lied. ‘I need to see whoever’s in 

charge.’ 

The man twisted his gloved hands. Samara liked to surround 

herself with richly-dressed men, apparently under the illusion 

she was some sort of queen. Kael was fairly sure they were 

simply another sort of slave – just ones who didn’t realise it. They 

were there to warm her bed and fan her ego. 

This one looked entirely at sea. It was clear that without 

Samara to order everyone around, no one knew what to do. Gods, 

did no one in this place have a shred of initiative? 

‘Apologies, gentlemen, but—’ 

‘Do not apologise to me,’ Kael snarled, towering over the little 

man, who cowered gratifyingly. ‘I am Krull the Warlord, and you 

will do as I say.’ 

The courtier nodded rapidly, and Kael thought he saw some 

sort of relief in the man’s eyes. 

Briefly, he wondered what would happen to these people 

without Samara. They truly didn’t seem able to function by 

themselves. 

‘My men need food, and we need provisions for the ship. Lady 

Samara has promised to help us with this.’ 

She hadn’t, but the courtier didn’t know that. 

‘We will of course pay for the supplies we take,’ he said, 

confident that with Samara out of commission, no gifts would be 

required. ‘Now get out of my way, little man.’ 

The courtier did just that, and Kael thought he saw a hint of a 

smile on Verak’s face as they strode back into the courtyard. 

Outside, the air was brutally cold, but it was better than the 

chilling emptiness of the hall. 

‘You,’ he pointed at a random slave. ‘Show my men where your 

food stores are kept and assist them with whatever they need. 

Understood?’ 

The slave nodded, looking terrified, and Kael signalled to his 

quartermaster to follow. The men wheeled after him, boots 



 

stamping on the snowy courtyard. 

‘What do you suppose she’s ill with?’ Verak asked as the 

courtyard emptied. 

Kael shrugged. ‘Maybe she’s been attacked by her own 

conscience.’ 

‘Didn’t think she had one,’ Verak replied. ‘I mean, what if it’s 

something contagious?’ 

‘Karnos can handle it.’ His Healer could handle most things. 

‘Still, I’d rather not spend a three-week voyage cooped up with 

plague-ridden sailors.’ 

‘It’s not the plague, or this place’d be full of corpsified slaves.’ 

‘Corpsified?’ 

‘It’s a word,’ Kael said defensively. 

‘Krull the Warlord: scourge of the seas, terror of the Empire 

and maker-up of words.’ 

‘And don’t you forget it.’ 

Verak grinned at him, and Kael grinned back, but it was a grin 

that withered as he watched a burly guard carrying a frail body 

out of a side door. 

‘That’s not a plague victim,’ he said to Verak, even as he started 

forward. ‘You there,’ he accosted the guard, ‘what did this slave 

die of?’ 

It was a slave, undoubtedly so. Matted hair, inadequate 

clothing, stick-thin limbs. 

Limbs with tattoo-like markings on them. 

Oh, hell. 

‘It’s not dead,’ said the guard, and Kael resisted the urge to hit 

him for the ‘it’. ‘Not yet, anyway.’ 

‘What’s wrong with her?’ 

The guard shrugged. ‘Displeased her ladyship.’ 

Kael frowned. Beside him, Verak made a noise of disgust. 

‘You mean, she’s going to be executed?’ 

‘Nah, just chucked back inna cell until it’s dead.’ 

Kael stared hard at the emaciated arm bearing the impossible 



 

tattoo. 

‘You mean,’ he said slowly, ‘she’s to be starved to death?’ 

The guard shrugged. The movement made the slave’s head loll. 

He wasn’t entirely sure how his sword ended up in his hand, 

the tip against the guard’s throat. Verak said, ‘Kael,’ warningly 

but he wasn’t listening. 

‘This is what’s going to happen,’ he said to the guard, whose 

attention was riveted on Kael’s crystal-studded double-handed 

war sword. ‘You’re going to give that girl to my friend here, and 

then you’re going to go back to Samara and report that she’s 

already dead and disposed of. Aren’t you?’ 

The guard nodded, terrified. 

‘Now,’ Kael said, and the man nearly threw the slave at Verak 

before rushing back inside. 

‘She weighs nothing,’ Verak said, appalled, cradling the 

unresponsive creature in his arms. 

Kael pushed back the tangle of her hair and swore. On her left 

cheek was a crusted, oozing mess of a wound, blistered and 

burnt. 

‘Karnos could heal that,’ Verak began, and Kael shook his head. 

‘Karnos isn’t here.’ The Healer had remained with the crew 

who were dismantling the camp by the shore and preparing the 

ship for departure. Kael had only brought enough men to 

intimidate Samara. ‘She has marks on her hand – she said they 

were tattoos, but …’ 

‘You think she’s a Healer?’ Verak said doubtfully. 

Kael looked at the dreadful creature. ‘I don’t know what to 

think,’ he said truthfully. He held out his arms, and Verak handed 

her over carefully, as if she might break. ‘Go find the men and 

bring me a chest of crystals. I’ll be in the guest quarters.’ 

Verak nodded and ran off, and Kael strode to the low building 

where Samara had housed him and his men the night of their 

arrival. The doors weren’t locked, but neither were there any 

signs of recent occupation. He shoved open the door to the room 



 

he’d used before, laid the girl on the bed and glanced at the 

fireplace. Gods be praised, someone had laid a fire there. He lit it 

and covered the girl with a blanket for good measure. 

Then he sat beside her and took her left hand, her Healer’s 

hand. 

And swore. 

This also bore the blistered, crusted skin of a burn. Unlike the 

one on her face, which was a few weeks old, this one was fresh, 

angry and red and probably too much for her to bear. 

‘Can you hear me?’ he asked, shaking her gently. Nothing. ‘I 

order you to pay attention to me!’ 

That caused a flutter of her eyelashes. Her lips moved, and she 

made that death rattle noise again. 

‘I’ll swiving murder that bitch,’ he cursed. ‘I’ll cut her to pieces. 

Starve you to death! I hope she does have the plague.’ 

‘For all our sakes I hope she doesn’t,’ said Verak, entering the 

room with the chest of crystals. ‘And try not to kill her, the 

Emperor won’t be pleased.’ 

‘You think I care about the Emperor?’ Kael said, positioning the 

chest next to the girl and plunging her hand in. 

She gave a startled yelp and tried to pull it out again, but Kael 

held her there, his fingers wrapped tight around her twig-like 

wrist. 

‘Leave it. Just for a few moments.’ Just until we can tell 

whether you’re a Healer or not. If you’re not … 

He glanced up at Verak, his face tense and worried, and saw his 

own thoughts mirrored there. If she wasn’t a Healer, they’d have 

to take her to Karnos and he really didn’t think she’d survive the 

journey. His own field-medic skills weren’t enough to save 

someone as weak as this. 

‘Kael, her face,’ Verak murmured, and he peered at the crusted 

mess which was, incrementally, becoming less crusted and less 

messy. 

‘Water,’ he said, his heart thumping. ‘And a cloth. Soap.’ 



 

Verak nodded and moved away, and Kael waited impatiently 

until he returned, watching the ugly wound on the girl’s face heal 

itself. 

She’s a Healer, he thought deliriously. She’s Chosen. She’s 

Chosen and I nearly left her here to starve to death. Oh gods, the 

Emperor really isn’t going to be pleased if he hears this. 

Carefully, gently, he soaked away the crusts of dried blood and 

fluids from her face. She flinched weakly, but didn’t stop him. The 

skin underneath was raw and red, and he thought she might 

always have a scar there, but then he cleaned a big lump of dirt 

away and his heart nearly stopped when he saw what was 

beneath it. 

‘Verak,’ he said. ‘Her face.’ 

‘Has to be a hoax.’ 

‘She’s a Healer, Kael, we’ve seen that.’ 

The fire crackled as he tossed another log on. The sky was 

getting dark, so he’d told the men to bunk up for the night and 

they’d leave in the morning. He couldn’t move the girl now; she 

was far too weak. 

He glanced over at her, lying apparently asleep in the big bed, 

her body barely making a rise under the heaps of blankets. Her 

hand was almost totally healed, and her face bore the marks of an 

old wound. They’d given her sips of water and tiny bits of food, 

heated water in a tub and soaked away the dirt ingrained in her 

skin. There wasn’t much for her hair but to shear it all off, which 

Verak did, cutting away the worst mats and burning them. 

She was crawling with lice, her body covered in infected bites 

and sores which the crystals gradually healed. What they couldn’t 

heal, however, were the old scars, the marks of beatings and 

whippings, cuts and burns that had hardened into ugly lumps of 

scar tissue under her skin. He’d paid these no mind before, so 

focused on her Marks and her blindness that he hadn’t even 

looked much at the rest of her. When he looked closely he saw 



 

scars around her wrists and ankles that could only have come 

from manacles. There was even the faint suggestion of a collar 

that had once bitten into her skin too, although he’d seen no such 

collar on any of Samara’s slaves. 

She was as clean and healthy as they could make her now, and 

maybe by the time Karnos had treated her and they’d got her 

back to Ilanium, she might resemble something approaching a 

human being. If, perhaps, they fed her sticks of lard. Kael had 

never seen anyone so thin in his life. It made a mockery of the 

Ilani fears that fashionable women were a bit too skinny. 

‘She can’t be a Warrior. It’s impossible.’ 

‘It’s never happened before,’ Verak corrected. ‘That we know 

of.’ 

‘A female Warrior? You don’t think something like that might 

have made the history books?’ 

Verak shrugged. ‘Maybe not the history books, but what about 

all those fearsome warrior women of myth and legend?’ 

‘They’re myths,’ Kael emphasised, ‘and legends.’ 

‘Just because—’ 

‘Look, stop playing Devil’s advocate, will you? I know you don’t 

believe it.’ 

Verak was silent a moment, staring down into his wine. 

‘You can’t believe it,’ Kael said. He glanced over at the girl again 

and wondered vaguely if her body was strong enough to withstand 

the weight of the blankets on it. ‘And even if such a thing were 

actually possible, then what about the third mark?’ 

Verak shook his head helplessly. 

‘It wasn’t there before. I’d have remembered it if it was. It 

could be a tattoo,’ Kael suggested half-heartedly. 

‘A blind slave getting a tattoo in a frozen mining compound in 

the middle of nowhere. That’s more likely than a third mark, is 

it?’ Verak glanced at the mark on his own forearm. ‘Mine turned 

up overnight.’ 

‘Mine too. Both of ’em separate.’ 



 

Kael looked back at the girl. Now that the crusted blood and 

dirt on her face had been washed away, now that the crystals had 

healed the worst of the injury to her face, the inky black patterns 

twining around her left eye were clearly visible. The mark of a 

Seer. 

The Healer’s mark on her palm was once more whole. And on 

her right forearm twined an unmistakable Warrior mark. 

She bore three marks of the Chosen. Three. 

‘Come on, Mr Devil’s Advocate, explain that one to me.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Verak said. ‘I just … Look, a female Warrior I can 

just about get my head around, but Thrice-Marked, that’s …’ 

‘Just as impossible,’ Kael finished. He drained his wine and 

reached for more. ‘A Seer and a Healer, then. That’s possible. 

That’s got precedent. Probably.’ 

‘It’s plausible,’ Verak said. ‘On a child of the Citizenry. A child 

whose parents both came from long lines of the Chosen. How 

many Twice-Marked have there ever been who weren’t Children 

of Two Marks at the least?’ 

There was a short pause. Verak winced. 

‘Well, me for one,’ Kael said as drily as he could. His mother 

had been from a very old family, but much to the regret of her 

family she’d remained unmarked and chosen to marry a warlord 

from a frozen wasteland, a Citizen only by the skin of his teeth 

and the grace of a family who’d thrown up a few Warriors many 

generations ago. 

‘But you’ve got lines of Chosen stretching back on both sides as 

far as the Book records. Have you ever heard of a Twice-Marked 

being born to a plebeian?’ 

‘No.’ Kael stared glumly at the fire. He was never going to be 

able to explain this to the council. He’d need a Truthteller to 

verify her marks, and he wasn’t sure they even had one at the 

Academy any more. 

A man like himself, who came from two long bloodlines of the 

Chosen, whose father was already a renowned Warrior, had no 



 

need to have his Warrior mark checked. There was no reason why 

he’d cheat, and he was quite aware of the penalties. 

She could demonstrate her Healing talent quite easily, he 

supposed. And once she’d regained some strength he could 

perhaps test her for Warrior abilities. But how in the seven hells 

he was supposed to check whether she was really a Seer or not, 

he had no idea. 

She couldn’t be Thrice-Marked. She couldn’t be a Warrior. 

Those were two impossible things about her. But the third … 

The thought that anybody with her gifts was living as a slave 

was just inconceivable. She could only be Twice-Marked if at least 

one of her parents came from a very old Chosen family. It simply 

wasn’t possible otherwise. 

And no Chosen would ever allow their child to become a slave. 

The children of the Chosen were cosseted, adored – and very 

carefully recorded in the Book of Names. It was impossible to 

simply disappear. 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. Well, it was very hard, he’d 

put it that way. There were always loopholes, always exceptions. 

The gods knew he’d found a few in his time. 

Clearly some weird things were going on with this girl. Some 

almost impossible things. 

He was going to have a hell of a time explaining this to the 

council. 

She couldn’t ever remember comfort like this. 

She was warm, which in itself was almost a forgotten 

sensation. And she was clean, which wasn’t a state she’d been 

able to achieve for a horribly long time. 

But the strangest thing, the most alien sensation, was the lack 

of pain. 

She concentrated. Her belly was still empty, but the clawing 

pain of a hunger so intense it felt as if her body were trying to eat 

itself, had faded. Her face didn’t feel as if it were on fire any more, 



 

her eyeball boiling with agony, her flesh crawling with fire. Her 

hand was so painless she had to check it was still there. 

The everyday bruises, sores, bites and lashes hurt so little she 

barely noticed them. 

She realised she must, therefore, be dead. 

Which was why it came as something of a shock to hear a deep, 

dark voice asking, ‘Are you awake?’ 

She froze, not sure how to answer. 

‘You are. I can tell you are. Do you want something to drink? 

You’re still quite dehydrated.’ 

She licked lips that were dry but no longer blistered, and 

nodded. 

A hand touched the back of her neck, and she barely had time 

to register the surprise of strong fingers against her bare scalp 

before a cup was pressed to her lips. 

‘Just little sips now. Your body can’t handle much more.’ 

She drank as directed, trying to take small sips but too 

frightened he’d take it away from her. 

It was him, undoubtedly. The stranger who’d strode into the 

great hall and, out of all the female slaves, chosen her to warm his 

bed for the night. 

The warlord she’d been ordered to please. The big man, 

smelling of sweat and blood and sage, who’d spoken to her 

gently, almost as if he didn’t want to hurt her. She wasn’t fooled. 

They all wanted to hurt her. 

The man she’d so insulted, so offended, she thought he was 

going to kill her there and then. 

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked now. 

A terrible question to answer. Would it please him more if she 

were hurt? If she told the truth – that she felt a lot better – would 

he hurt her? If she said she felt terrible, would he punish her for 

lying? 

‘Your colour’s improved,’ he said, taking the cup away and 

pulling her into a sitting position. ‘Have something to eat.’ 



 

This was dangerous. This was frightening. He was pretending 

to be kind to her, but why? 

A bowl of something savoury was held under her nose and she 

felt her mouth fill with saliva. Forcing herself to be sensible, she 

inhaled and concentrated on separating the scents. Vegetables, 

herbs … She breathed in again, but the herbs were just 

seasonings. Nothing to harm her. 

Probably, it was information he wanted. That’s what Ladyship 

had implied that first night. ‘See if he talks in his sleep,’ she’d said 

with a laugh. 

Maybe Ladyship would be forgiving this time … 

The soup was delicious, the taste almost too rich to stand. 

When he took the bowl away she wanted to stop him, to bring it 

back, to eat and eat. But she did nothing. She wasn’t greedy. She 

was grateful. She must remember to be grateful, or Ladyship 

would be upset again. 

‘I know you’re hungry,’ he said. ‘I know you’re so far beyond 

hungry it’s a miracle you’re still alive. Clearly the gods have plans 

for you. But I can’t let you eat too much, not just yet. A little more 

each time until you can manage a whole meal. We’ve got to do 

this gradually.’ 

She nodded. She’d nod at anything he said if it made him 

happy. 

‘But by the time we get to Ilanium you’ll be a lot healthier. 

We’ve got weeks on this journey for you to get stronger, and 

plenty to eat. Especially if you like fish.’ 

She nodded again. She truly had no idea if she liked fish or not. 

Then she caught up with herself. ‘Journey, my lord?’ she said, 

her voice cracked and weak. 

‘Yes. We’re going to Ilanium.’ 

He paused, clearly expecting a reaction to this. ‘Yes, my lord?’ 

‘Do you even have any idea where that is?’ 

Ilanium. It snagged vaguely in her memory, like something 

from a long-forgotten story. Bracing herself, she admitted, ‘I’m 



 

sorry, my lord.’ 

‘No. Right. So. Born here, were you?’ 

She shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’ 

‘No. Right then, look. You’re clearly a lot better than you were 

last night. Do you think you can move? You’ll just have to go as far 

as one of the wagons. I can carry you if you need me to.’ 

‘Wagons?’ She licked her lips again. Of course, she wouldn’t be 

travelling with Ladyship. Ladyship would have her own carriage, 

or possibly a litter. But … ‘I need to see her.’ 

‘Who? You have family here?’ he asked sharply. 

‘Ladyship.’ 

He barked out a laugh. ‘You want to see Samara before we go? 

Are you really a glutton for punishment, girl?’ 

‘She’s been unwell. I need to make sure she’s well enough to 

travel.’ 

‘Well enough—? She’s not going anywhere. And she thinks 

you’re dead. No. You just come quietly out to the wagons, we’ll 

pull one right up to the door so no one sees you, and—’ 

‘Not going anywhere?’ 

She cringed automatically. She’d interrupted him. 

‘No. I’m not taking her to Ilanium! Ha, unless I can actually pin 

this smuggling thing on her. If I saw that woman in chains I think 

I might actually dance a jig of happiness. And I do not dance.’ 

If she could see she’d have stared at him in bemusement. He 

was taking her away? ‘But Ladyship needs me.’ 

‘Needs you.’ He said it flatly, heavily, like a slab falling flat on 

the ground. Like the wall that had crumbled last year and taken 

out three men and a woman instantly, flattening them so utterly 

she could only tell who was missing by counting up the survivors. 

‘Samara does not need you,’ said the warlord. ‘Any more than 

she needs a practice target, or a punchbag, or perhaps a butterfly 

she can pull the wings off. Samara has whored you out, burned 

you, imprisoned you and tried to starve you to death. Samara 

does not need you.’ 



 

‘She’s ill. I have … some skill with herbs …’ 

‘You have much more than that.’ He was close now, sitting on 

the bed near her. ‘You have no idea of the skills you have. Look, 

your hand, your face – you did that. You healed that.’ 

He touched her palm, stroked her cheek. She willed herself not 

to flinch. 

‘I can’t leave her.’ Ladyship would be so, so angry if she left. 

‘Bad things happen when you leave.’ 

‘I’ll bet they do. Bad things like being shot in the back with an 

arrow.’ 

He didn’t seem to understand. ‘It’s not safe out there,’ she 

whispered. 

‘It’s not swiving safe in here!’ he yelled, and backed off. ‘Seven 

hells, girl. Are you telling me you actually want to stay?’ 

She nodded. 

‘Right. And is this like you “wanted” to please me that first 

night?’ 

She did cringe this time. She nodded. 

He let out a string of sounds she didn’t entirely understand, 

but she recognised by the tone they were profanities. 

‘You’d rather stay here with this woman than—? She’ll throw 

you back in that cell, you know that? Probably burn you again, 

and this time there’ll be no crystals to heal you. She doesn’t need 

you. She wants you to die, slowly and horribly.’ 

‘Ladyship will give me what I deserve,’ she whispered. 

He swore again. ‘What you deserve is a slap in the face. Look – 

what is your name?’ 

She opened her mouth, and no sound came out. 

… what is … 

A memory stirred, deep and forgotten. 

… name … 

‘Are you going to answer? Do you even know?’ 

… my name … 

His voice came from very close to her face, and very far away 



 

all at the same time. 

‘Do you have a name?’ 

… my name … 

‘Can you even hear me? Oh, I give up. Samara can bloody well 

have you.’ 

‘My name,’ she mumbled. 

‘Are you even listening? I said you can go back to that filthy cell 

and rot for all I care—’ 

‘My name,’ she said slowly. 

He paused in his ranting. ‘Yes?’ 

She lifted her head and said clearly to the warlord, ‘My name is 

Ishtaer.’ 

 

To be continued… 

 

Available as an ebook in January and in paperback from 7th 

February 2014. 

 

 

 


